I am a brain scientist. I have studied brains for half a century. I have taught thousands of students about brains. I have taught future doctors and nurses what they would need to know in order to diagnose and treat diseases of brains and minds. I have taught future engineers what they need to build better computers and robots for the information age. Most important, I have taught the future leaders of my state and country the principles of brain function that relate to ethics.
The greatest power of brains is their capacity to create their own futures. We call this property 'self-determination'. In order to create themselves, brains must learn about themselves and the world around them. They learn by taking action into the world. Brains are not like sponges. They do not passively absorb whatever the world brings to them. They boldly, or timidly, thrust their bodies into the world and suffer the consequences of their actions. They learn from their experiences through their own bodies. Without bodies, there is no action. Without action, there is no learning.
Most scientists, philosophers, and sociologists preach determinism. Behaviorists claim environmental determinism, by which our parents, schools, friends and enemies make us who we are. Sociobiologists and geneticists claim genetic determinism, by which our genes have the first and final say.
But brains are not passive machines. They have the freedom to act within the constraints set by their genes, and to do the best they can with whatever their world brings to them, for better or worse. They assemble whatever knowledge they can get, and they choose the courses of action that seem most likely to bring rewards.
Here is the first principle of freedom. Each of us is born free. We are born with varying degrees of freedom. Those of us who are born into modern democracies, or into the ruling classes of despotic states, have the most freedom. Others born in bondage, or with tyrannical parents, have much less freedom. That is the luck of the draw. Some of us start with more, others with less, but everyone can and must choose something of the future.
Here is the second principle of freedom. Brains seek optimal degrees of freedom. We can choose by our actions to increase our freedom, or we can choose to give away what we have. Too little freedom prevents brains from achieving full self-realization. Too much freedom brings confusion and disorientation. That experience is frightening, as well as demanding and disagreeable.
Here is the third principle of freedom. The choices we make affect not only our personal freedom. Our choices also affect the freedom of others with whom we live. Brains do not grow and flourish in isolation. They repeatedly dissolve their internal structures and reform them. They reform themselves to act in concert with others. Our brains realize their full potential only through the accompanying growth of others and of the societies in which we live. When we act and study alone, we isolate ourselves and weaken our freedom. When we act in concert with others, we enhance it.
We know these three principles from millennia of human experience. Now we also know the hard biological facts of brain growth and development, which tell us how brains operate. We know the chaotic dynamics by which brains create themselves. We understand the branch points that mathematicians call bifurcations, at which brains make choices. We know the chemical systems by which brains get rewarded and punished by the consequences of their own actions, and by which we experience emotions.
And we know how brains dissolve their structures by regressing to earlier stages of development, in order to make way for new growth. We experience dissolution most painfully in the catastrophe of falling in love. We cannot choose to fall in love, though we can choose not to, in pursuit of a lesser freedom that carries the price of loneliness. Paradoxically, here is the gift of a path to true freedom, if it is taken correctly. Falling in love. The risks are high, the path is arduous, and the rewards are immense. The greatest freedom is found in commitment to others.
Here is where ethics enters. We must predict and evaluate the consequences of our actions. Prediction and evaluation are the prime functions of brains. The reason we study is to acquire knowledge by which to strengthen these functions. We must first choose whether to increase or decrease our degrees of freedom by our actions. We must next choose whether to act for the costs and benefits of our own futures, or those of others.
On the one hand, those who have too much freedom may decrease it by accepting arbitrary limits. They can accept guidance from civil, religious, military, or neighborhood organizations, which make decisions for them. On the other hand, those who have too little freedom can only choose to act either rapidly and efficiently, or grudgingly and resentfully, but they have always the choice to create plans and fantasies for liberation.
You students here are among the elite of your generation. You are receiving the best education that your state can give. You are the future leaders of your state and country. We expect that you will choose to enhance your freedom. You already know, that if you choose unwisely to lie, cheat, steal, take drugs, or neglect your studies, you will diminish your freedom. You know, that if you choose wisely to work hard at your studies, cooperate with your families, and take good care of your bodies, you will enhance your freedom.
True leaders have deep understanding of themselves, and they have the self-control and command of situations that express true freedom. Here is your opportunity -today, tomorrow, and throughout your lives. You can choose and keep on choosing, wisely, whenever you are ready to do so. With talent, hard work, luck, and help from your family and friends, you may get what you choose, and, above all, find that it is worth having.
